Recordings were made of female teachers reciting congruent and contradictory messages. In the congruent condition, the verbal and tonal elements of the communication were consistent. With the contradictory speech, however, the tone of voice was incongruent with the words spoken. All the congruent and contradictory vocal expressions were arranged in random order on a single tape and played to "normal" and "disturbed" boys of different ages (i.e., grade levels 2, 4, and 6). Significant effects were found for type of speech and age: Subjects reacted more negatively to contradictory than to congruent speech, and younger children responded more negatively to contradiction than did older ones. As well, contradictory speech seemed to have more of an impact on the disturbed boysthey reacted significantly more negatively to contradictory messages than the normal youngsters.
It appears that contradictory messages-in which tone of voice is inconsistent with the semantic meaning of the words actually spokenmay have a pronounced and varied effect on children of different ages. Educators and clinicians alike have long insisted that it is a mistake to be sarcastic with primary and preschool youngsters; for sarcasm is a clear case of contradictory communication that many children seem unable to understand (cf. Mehrabian, 1972) . Indeed, Bugental, Kaswan, and Love (1970) have shown that children react negatively to incongruency in speech and interpret "joking" (contradictory) messages significantly more negatively than adults. For that matter, the well-known double-bind hypothesis holds that an excess of contradictory communication from parents can cause youngsters to develop schizophrenic behavior patterns (Bateson, Jackson, Haley, & Weakland, 1956 ).
To date, there are relatively few studies that consider age as a variable and examine children's reactions to contradiction in a systematic fashion (cf. Bugental, Love, Kaswan, & April, 1971; Mehrabian, 1972) . Unfortunately, few studies take the child's perspective and attempt to determine how children themselves "feel" about contradiction in speech. One aim of the present study, then, was to undertake a direct examination of children's reactions to contradictory speech as a function of age. Accepting that educators are quite possibly correct in their belief that contradictory communications can be difficult and confusing for young children in particular, and keeping in mind the work of who feel that youngsters react more negatively to contradiction than adults, it was hypothesized that (a) children at all age levels would react more negatively to contradictory messages (in which words and tone are inconsistent) than to congruent messages (in which words and tone are consistent), and (b) younger children would interpret contradictory messages more negatively than older children.
Even more important for the purposes at hand are differences that may exist in the way that "normal" and "disturbed" children receive message content. Certainly, they respond differently to many stimuli. For example, using a felt placement technique, Fisher (1967) found that "disturbed" children placed child figures farther apart than did "normals." With respect to tone of voice, normal and disturbed youngsters seem to react differently to certain vocal messages (McCluskey, Niemi, & Albas, 1978) . Double-bind theory suggests that children dislike contradiction, and there is some empirical evidence to support this point of view Bugental, Kaswan, Love, & Fox, 1970) . Interestingly, disturbed youngsters may well be exposed to an excess of contradiction: Bugental et al. (1971) found that a significantly greater proportion of mothers of disturbed children emitted conflicting, contradictory communications when speaking with their offspring than did mothers of "normal" children. Given such findings, it is possible that contradiction may have more impact on disturbed youngsters. Consequently, it was also hypothesized that (c) disturbed children at various age levels would interpret contradictory messages more negatively than normal children of the same ages.
Method

Subjects
Sixty boys from the Lord Selkirk School Division, Selkirk, Manitoba, Canada, served as subjects. Twenty children were in Grade 2, 20 in Grade 4, and 20 in Grade 6. Half of the children at each grade level (i.e., 10) were classified as normal, whereas the other half were considered to be disturbed. Every child included in the disturbed group had been identified as a behavior problem in school and had gone through the standard referral process (from classroom teacher, to resource teacher, to special service personnel). Normal children, on the other hand, were functioning well at home and at school and had never been referred for any reason. Rankings of fathers' occupations (Pineo & Porter, 1967) indicated that boys in both groups were from essentially middleor upper middle-class homes. No children from single parent families participated.
No child in the study had ever been accelerated or retained, and no one was reading more than 1 year below grade level. Also, no child had an IQ above or below the normal range (90-110). There were no significant differences in IQ scores between the "normal" and "disturbed" groups.
Speech Samples
Three elementary school teachers, all female and all selected by their principal for their sensitivity, were asked to express vocally certain sentences in four tones of voice. The verbal content for each speech sample could be either positive (happy or loving) or negative (sad or angry). For the contradictory messages every speech sample was as contradictory as possible in terms of both activity and valence. For example, each speaker was asked to recite happy words (e.g., "I feel so happy today") in a sad tone, angry words (e.g., "I'm just so angry") in a loving tone, sad words (e.g., "I'm so sad now") in a happy tone, and loving words (e.g., "I love you, darling") in an angry tone. Using a procedure similar to that outlined by Bugental et al. (1971) , typescripts of verbal content and the electronically filtered vocal aspects of the speech were rated by judges to ensure that they were truly contradictory.
In contrast, in preparing congruent messages, the same three speakers were asked to enact the same verbal material in a congruent fashion (e.g., "I feel so happy today" said in a happy tone). The congruent samples were also rated by judges to ensure that the words and tone were indeed consistent.
In total, then, there were 24 messages: 12 congruent and 12 contradictory (3 Teachers X 4 Emotional States). More specifically, half of the messages in each condition (i.e., six) had positive and half had negative verbal content. The 24 messages were arranged in random order on a single tape.
Procedure
The tape was presented to all subjects, and each normal and disturbed child was asked to respond to each message. In an effort to take the child's frame of reference, a measuring instrument developed by Buck (1975) was adapted and used here. Very simply, all of the children heard each speech sample and were then asked to rate how happy or sad it made them feel. Children made their judgments by pointing to faces on a 5-point scale. Each child could point to a very happy face (given a numerical rating of 1), a happy face (2), a neutral face (3), a sad face (4), or a very sad face (5).
Results and Discussion
A score was computed for each child by summing the numerical values of his responses for the congruent and contradictory messages. A high score represented negative responses. To derive the appropriate error terms, an analysis of variance, containing three levels of age, two levels of type of listener, two levels of type of message, and two levels of verbal content, was performed on these data. With respect to interaction effects, the analysis revealed significance only for Type of Message X Age, F(2, 54) = 4.33, p < .025; Type of Message X Type of Listener, F(l, 54) = 5.66, p < .025; Verbal Content X Age, F(2, 54) = 9.25, p < .01; and Type of Message X Verbal Content X Age, F(2, 54) = 7.37, p < .01. A priori comparisons were then performed on the data to test Hypotheses a, b, and c. These yielded significant effects for type of message, age, and type of listener.
Specifically, the mean scores for both the normal and disturbed children at the three grade levels are presented in Table 1 . As the table shows, the type of message effect is due to the fact that subjects judge the contradictory speech more negatively than the congruent samples. Planned comparisons showed that this negative reaction to con- This finding supports Hypothesis a, in that the contradictory messages seem to affect all the children in a negative way. The result is also consistent with the work of  and with other work showing that children did less learning when given incongruent messages than when presented with congruent ones (Brooks, Brandt, & Wiener, 1969) .
In terms of the age effect, Table 1 shows that in the contradictory condition overall, younger subjects are more negative than older ones. Tests of trend yielded significant linear age trends in the case of both the normal, F(l, 91.09) = 7.00, p < .01, and disturbed, F(l, 91.09) = 6.13, p < .025, children. No such linear trends were found in the congruent condition.
This finding supports Hypothesis b and suggests that contradiction and sarcasm may indeed be interpreted negatively by younger children. Interestingly, Mehrabian and Ferris (1967) and Mehrabian and Wiener (1967) did not find that contradiction had a negative or confusing effect on adults. They imply that the channels are merely given differential weights by adults and decoded as single unified messages. Children, on the other hand, may not have the sophistication to engage in such subtle acts of message balancing. Hence, it seems likely that during the developing years, children may be vulnerable and react negatively to inconsistencies in speech. However, they may become more aware of these inconsistencies as they grow older, perhaps gaining some "immunity" to such messages with age. Such an interpretation would be consistent with Olsen's (1967) results and with the work of Solomon and All (1972) , who showed that subjects were better able to group vocal messages as they matured.
In the developmental literature there is some controversy concerning which communication channel has the most impact on children. Olsen (1967) and Brooks et al. (1969) report that children faced with contradictory messages react more to the words than to the tone of voice. In contrast, contend that children resolve contradictory messages by accepting the negative elements of the communication while ignoring those that are positive. The significant Type of Message X Verbal Content X Age interaction bears on this issue. Another look at Table  1 shows that all contradictory messages are not treated in the same way. At the youngest age level, boys in both groups react most negatively to messages with negative verbal content and positive tone. They become less negative to such messages with age. A posteriori Tukey comparisons showed that Grade 6 boys in both groups viewed the negatively worded-positively toned messages less negatively than Grade 2 boys (p < .01). That is, younger subjects seem to respond more to the words, whereas older ones pay more attention to the tone.
However, Table 1 and Tukey tests show that this is not the case in positively worded-negatively toned pairings: There is a difference between the ratings of positive words in a negative tone versus negative words in a positive tone. It would appear that positive verbal content lessens the effect of the contradictory message for younger children in both populations. Table 1 also shows that as predicted in Hypothesis c, disturbed children reacted more negatively to contradiction than normal youngsters. Although there were no differences in the congruent condition, planned comparisons showed that disturbed boys responded to contradictory messages significantly more negatively, F(l, 91.09) = 7.89, p < .01, than did normals.
These results may have special relevance for parents, teachers, and other caretakers working with disturbed youngsters. Because disturbed children in particular react negatively or sadly to contradiction-and because they may already be exposed to a disproportionate amount of incongruency (Bugental et al., 1971 )-it may be helpful to use as few sarcastic or mixed messages in their presence as possible. Of course, the conclusions drawn from the present study are limited in that only oral messages were considered. Future research might examine the visual component, the proximity and familiarity of the message sender, social class, and the like. Also, it would be worthwhile to compare disturbed subjects with exceptionally well-adjusted ones to see if stronger trends emerge.
